
Most people have some kind of experience of motion sickness from trav-
elling as a child in a stuffy car, staying on a swing or roundabout too long, 
being in a boat on a rough sea or on a turbulent flight. It grows as a feel-
ing of nausea, perhaps with a slight headache and clammy skin and leads 
to feelings of weakness, drowsiness or apathy. It is perhaps slightly puz-
zling that people do not usually develop motion sickness from walking or 
running. While it has a long history, the possibilities of motion sickness 
seem to have proliferated alongside technological developments. Despite 
this long history and the deleterious effects of motion sickness on mili-
taries, economies and nice days out, the feeling has not been eradicated 
either through pharmacology, engineering or lifestyle. Prolonged expo-
sure to the same motion can mean you become habituated through what 
sailors call getting your sea-legs. However, the only sure fire way to avoid 
seasickness remains to stay on land.

This book has attempted to explore how performance, and forms of 
artistic or theatrical performance in particular, may resource negotiations 
with the sometimes sickening upheavals of scientific and technological 
development that I introduced in Chapter 1. It has taken on a broad range 
of scientific and performative practices, because I would argue that there 
is a need to find diverse, creative ways of practising cosmopolitics. Doing 
cosmopolitics, for me, means facing the challenge of coming to terms 
with different ways of knowing. A lot of problems faced in the world are 
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cosmopolitical problems: they are problems that cannot be solved by 
singular ways of knowing, neither indeed by the application of thought, 
feeling or action separately. Science, technology and public feelings are 
deeply entangled at various levels. While climate science and breast can-
cer may occupy different faculties of a university, and the businesses of 
making music or manufacturing skin-lightening cream operate in differ-
ent sectors of the economy, such practices can easily come together in 
the lives of one person or family. Politics in people’s lives as well as poli-
tics at a global level are often, or at least should be, cosmopolitics.

But the demands of the cosmopolitical often leave us feeling at sea. 
Developing more equitable cosmopolitical practices might often mean 
upsetting or crossing disciplinary boundaries, building bridges between 
institutions and other collectives, or searching for approaches to transla-
tion between discourses or disciplines. Such practices are creative and 
imaginative. They require the development of processes of co-production 
or, as I have reformulated in the previous chapter, processes for common-
ing sense. I have looked for these processes in the theatre and related 
artistic performances, because I have argued that theatrical conventions 
can help make common sense of the experiences of performance pressure 
and of science in performance. The history of theatre is a history of nego-
tiations between reality as it might be perceived within and without cer-
tain spatial and temporal conventions. I therefore think its practitioners 
might have something to offer such negotiations. I have also written this 
book because of a feeling I had about some of the practices I have docu-
mented here. This was a feeling that these practices and the practitioners 
collectively involved had found something out in the course of their 
work. However, what they had found out was not necessarily clearly rec-
ognised or valued. Many of the practices discussed in the chapters of this 
book have been rather neglected either as artistic practices or as prac-
tices of science communication. I suggest this is partly because of their 
value as cosmopolitical performance. Simply put, because they might be 
considered art, science, technology, education and communication, 
there is a tendency within disciplined research to undervalue them as 
art, science, technology, education or communication. If it is important 
for grime MCs and dermatologists to have conversations about skin, 
as I believe it is, there may be a need for some undisciplined research 
as well as practice.

Chapter 3 attempts to bring into cosmopolitics practices that might 
already be valued commercially or artistically but that I attempt to revalue 
as ways of knowing. My conclusion is not that theatrical processes for 
commoning sense are necessarily to be found at the margins or among 
the avant-garde, they may just as well be within popular culture. In some 
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cases, as in my discussion of the vertigo aesthetics of Headlong Theatre, 
commoning sense occurs through a kind of diagnostic process. As a col-
lective practice of speculation, theatre can help a reflection on the feel-
ings provoked by an awareness of climate science or neuropharmacology. 
Theatre, even Broadway musicals, can also ask provocative questions 
about why particular forms of knowledge may cause such mixed up feel-
ings. At the same time, theatrical performance can constitute particular 
forms of intervention into the politics of knowledge. This may be through 
enabling particular publics to take science seriously enough to laugh at 
it, as Gob Squad seemed to have achieved through their complex part-
nerships with roboticists and opera singers.

Some scientific accounts of motion sickness refer to the way the body 
becomes overwhelmed by stimuli coming from different senses – vestibular, 
proprioceptive and visual – and account for it in what is called ‘sensory 
conflict theory’ (Dobie 2019). Seasickness can be precipitated or exacer-
bated by anxieties and also by memories of prior experience and indeed 
by imagination and anticipation. Getting your sea-legs can reflect the 
body acclimatising itself to such conflicting sensory experience. At the 
same time, removing or modifying some of these confounding stimuli, 
perhaps by getting some fresh air or locating the horizon, may also be 
necessary to stop the nausea. Chapters 4 and 5 have discussed ways that 
artists can facilitate processes of making sense of complex and sometimes 
contradictory knowledge perhaps rooted in apparently incommensura-
ble knowledge systems. Such process may involve the development of 
somatic expertise and also skills in translating different ways of knowing 
across space and between languages or cultures.

I want to close this book with a brief discussion of the work of a couple 
of artists who have taken on motion sickness both literally and in the 
metaphorical terms that I have been gesturing towards in my discussion 
above and indeed in the idea of vertigo aesthetics. They both have also 
taken on climate change, perhaps the cosmopolitical problem of our 
time, producing outcomes that common sense in similar ways to those 
I have already discussed. The US singer-songwriter Cynthia Hopkins and 
the UK choreographer Siobhan Davies work in very different media. 
However, both have had an extraordinary experience, facilitated by the 
charity and cultural organisation Cape Farewell, having travelled on sea 
voyages to the Arctic in a fairly unusual kind of artist residency. I specu-
late here that there may be features of such a residency process that hold 
broader cosmopolitical potential.

It is not a new idea for artists to draw on the Arctic for inspiration, 
either through their own or more often others’ travel experiences. It fre-
quently appears as an imaginary within Victorian literature, painting 
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and popular culture, particularly around the time of the disastrous loss 
of the 1845 Franklin expedition. Scholars of this period have examined work, 
including paintings and literature, via the aesthetic category of the Arctic 
Sublime. This category refers to the experience of awe and wonder at the 
environment. It reminds humans of their relative insignificance, but at 
the same time opens up a safe distance between (or within) the aesthetic 
experience and the experience itself (Loomis 1977). Scholars have criti-
cally explored how such artists, through the Arctic Sublime, resourced 
constructions of nation and gender that privileged masculine and impe-
rialist accounts, thereby marginalising or entirely erasing the experience 
of others, notably the indigenous people of the region (Morgan 2016).

Such an aesthetic category is still ubiquitous in performative or theat-
rical representations of the Polar Regions, not least in the nature docu-
mentary form through which most people are able to access them. 
Political critique of the various ways in which the Arctic may be depicted 
as sublime is therefore still of great value. In fact, both the examples of 
performance practices I am going to discuss here respond in some way 
to such traditions and could well be analysed in such terms. However, 
I am more interested in the way that artistic practices and indeed their 
critique might go beyond such patterns. How can cultural practices 
re-examine the safe distance implied by the Arctic Sublime, when climate 
science suggests there is no safe distance from climate change? What is 
the relationship between the delusions of the sublime and disciplinary 
knowledges? How might practices explore a variety of possible human 
relationships with, and even agency in relation to, the environment and 
the nonhuman more broadly? In what ways might artistic and critical 
processes emerge as Benjamin Morgan (2016) puts it ‘after the Arctic 
Sublime’, not necessarily temporally ‘after’ but as another, additional pos-
sible perspective?

Cape Farewell has reflected a particularly systematic initiative to use 
ship-based residencies of artists, scientists and others to generate artistic 
and scientific representations of the Arctic but also to stimulate a range 
of public responses to these representations. As such, it is an experiment 
in creating a cosmopolitical process. In some ways Cape Farewell seems 
to rehearse the Victorian voyages of adventure with their diverse and 
sometimes spectacular cultural outcomes. It is clearly an ambitious, costly 
and even hubristic enterprise that potentially lays itself open to charges 
of hypocrisy when considering its carbon, environmental or financial 
costs in relation to its apparently eco-political objectives. However, its 
relatively low-key DIY infrastructure – principally an old Dutch sailing 
ship – and its particular brand of imaginative interdisciplinary processes 
also seems to gesture creatively beyond the voyage as necessarily a voyage 
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of conquest and its artistic outcomes also often seem to move beyond 
the sublime.

The Cape Farewell project was initiated in 2001 as a fairly specific cul-
tural response by the artist David Buckland to version 3 of the Hadley 
Centre climate prediction model (HadCM3). Use of this model along 
with a vast array of other kinds of research led to conclusions by research-
ers about the contribution of ‘anthropogenic forcing’ to global warming 
featured in the successive assessment reports – particularly 3 and 4 – of 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (Stott et al. 
2000). One of the difficulties faced by climate scientists has been to cope 
with planetary scale when trying to understand climate change. Plane-
tary scale of course spans space and time and modelling it involves 
combining large quantities of data from different sources. The HadCM3 
model coupled atmospheric and oceanic components (Met Office 2001, 
3). Later models such as the UK’s first Earth Systems Model (UKESM1) 
add many additional components (Williams 2019).

Buckland et al. (2006, 6) have explained the invitation that was issued 
to artists and others in these terms, which refer to the planetary scale of 
climate science as a problem that I would suggest is a problem for cos-
mopolitics:

The Cape Farewell invitation was open: come to the Artic, engage with sci-
entists and, we hope, be inspired to make art. Art is never a guarantee; many 
a time I have followed a path of enquiry only to abandon it in frustration. 
What is extraordinary is that each artist has produced work that celebrates 
authorship. When unpacked, each artist has in some form responded to this 
cold, Arctic place and the way it is changing as the Earth warms. They have 
all told the story on a human, rather than a planetary, scale.

Buckland et al. suggest that IPCC reports and other scientific attempts to 
tell a story on a planetary scale are limited in their capacity to engage 
certain publics. His project wagers on the capacity of artists to respond 
to interactions with the environment and scientists who research it. He 
clearly hopes that their storytelling ‘on a human, rather than a planetary 
scale’ will then create wider public engagement with the findings of cli-
mate science and constitute a particular form of environmental politics 
conducive to social and ecological change. He sets sail for the Arctic, as 
it is there that the impacts of climate change are most readily apparent or 
maybe in search of a time-space where relations between human and 
nonhuman might be reconfigured.

Buckland’s logic here is translational in spatial and discursive terms. 
His practice as a producer of translation is therefore analogous to the 
practices of Matthew Walters or Ayan Mahamoud discussed in the previous 
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chapter, or Nigel Townsend’s work on Theatre of Debate discussed in 
Chapter 4. However, as I hope is clear by now, I have not been arguing 
for artistic performances to be valued not just as communication or dis-
semination of existing knowledge, but rather as forms of knowledge co- 
production. I therefore want to explore how Cynthia Hopkins and 
Siobhan Davies might be seen as co-producing knowledge about living 
with climate change, contributing components to models, rather than 
simply communicating or aestheticizing climate science. I think their 
work is particularly interesting in the way the artwork they produced in 
response to their experiences of Cape Farewell manifested approaches to 
co-authorship. They tell stories and indeed conjure imaginaries that 
reach out towards the planetary scale as well as that of the individual 
human. They explore ways of assembling different collectives of humans 
and nonhumans that register sensory conflicts within their rather differ-
ent sets of artistic conventions.

Sensory conflicts in the Cape Farewell process arise not just from rela-
tionships with the environment but also from the ways artists and scien-
tists have tested each other creatively. These tests are both physical and 
intellectual. On one Cape Farewell voyage, the artist Dan Harvey chal-
lenged oceanographer Simon Boxall to use his understanding of tides 
and currents to predict the location of a block of plaster hung under a 
buoy so that the flow of water within the fjord would sculpt it. At the 
same time Boxall’s attempt to measure the sea temperature and therefore 
to detect the Gulf Stream, meant stopping every 50 minutes in the rough 
sea: ‘This was the point at which the scientist’s popularity with the artists 
was put to the test as we pushed out into the heavy swell of the Arctic Sea’ 
(Boxall 2006, 27). The discomfort of interdisciplinary collaboration here 
was visceral. The translation of data into sensory experience and back 
again was repeated and iterative. Such processes, for me, hold potential 
for exploring relationships between different ways of knowing and for 
registering the incompleteness of knowledge, not just in terms of incom-
plete data but incomplete awareness of what is not known. Being desta-
bilised by a rocky boat is one rather direct way of experiencing sensory 
conflict and posing it as creative challenge.

Siobhan Davies has been a pioneering choreographer of contempo-
rary dance since the 1980s. Since opening new studios in 2006, her com-
pany has worked as an ‘investigative’ arts organisation that supports a 
wide range of choreographic projects that go beyond touring dance pro-
ductions (Siobhan Davies Dance n.d.). Davies was invited onto the third 
Cape Farewell voyage in 2005 which visited Svalbard. While on the expe-
dition she left the ship and walked across the snow and ice, burdened 
down with layers of clothing and numbed by the cold. Sometimes she 
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took other members of the expedition with her in a ‘walking dance’. In 
these conditions of sensory conflict, dance became limited to the act of 
walking; even simple physical movements were intensified. The overall 
sensory experience for her was one of hyper-vulnerability. The need for 
protection or taking care became ‘momentous’ for her, so grave, weighty 
and of historical significance:

The beauty, sheer physical beauty, is something that has imprinted itself 
upon me. But it is a skin over something far more ferocious. I sense a cold, 
I sense a vulnerability. I feel myself as something hot and bloody. My body, 
if it were harmed, the flesh would bleed. So I find the little bit of warmth 
I have, I need to protect it. The idea of protection, of care, seems particularly 
momentous here. (Davies 2006, 88)

The Arctic environment limited the range of physical expression she was 
used to as a dancer and choreographer and yet the feeling of being in a 
living but vulnerable body was intensified.

She played with this sensory conflict in a video installation she created 
for a 2007 exhibition at the Natural History Museum in London. She 
choreographed a short piece for the dancer Sarah Warsop entitled 
Endangered Species. In the piece, Warsop wears a costume designed by 
Jonathan Saunders that incorporates a number of flexible rods sticking 
out about an arm’s length in several directions from her body. These rods 
both extend her movements beyond her body’s normal outline, but also 
limit them. In the video installation, designed by Sam Collins with video 
by the filmmaker Deborah May, the dancer appears as a tiny hologram 
within a museum display case, seen through the glass within a polished 
wooden frame. The hologram of the dancer gradually becomes harder 
and harder to see.

The piece figures the individual human as an endangered species like 
others displayed at the Natural History Museum. On one level this is a 
transparent piece. Visitors walk round an institution redolent of Victorian 
confidence born out of science and empire. Davies and her collaborators 
place humanity alongside the other life forms humans have discovered, 
researched and sometimes destroyed. This addition to the collection 
though is barely there. It is a shimmering projection which struggles 
against its environment and then disappears. In its process it clearly does 
render the environment of the Arctic and understanding about the 
planet ‘on a human scale’. However, the human here is figured as flesh 
and blood, a speck of warmth in a cold place. The human is not transcen-
dent idea but endangered species. Doug Risner has theorised the pro-
duction of knowledge through dance in the rehearsal studio as ‘a spiralling 
process of self, society, body, memory’ (2000, 169). By venturing out of 
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the rehearsal studio into the Arctic and then into the museum, Davies 
expands this process to include a relationship with the environment and 
indeed the planet. The piece incorporates the sensation of being cold, 
being vulnerable, being in a vast inhospitable place. It also holds together 
an awareness of history and a relationship with the planet through an 
awkward reflexive shift where the viewer stands outside this immediate 
experience viewing this vulnerability and its complex histories shrunk 
to fit into a glass case.

Davies’ work grapples with the experience of being part of a human 
species whose term of existence on the planet is finite. It plays with scale, 
through a multimedia aesthetic that speeds up a speculative modelling 
of human extinction, and through its capacity to shrink the human body 
rendering it almost invisible. It also grapples with ‘species-being’, in the 
sense used by Marx, that is both the sense of being a living species like 
any other, but one defined by its consciousness of being human as dis-
tinct from any other species (Wartenberg 1982). The viewer is positioned 
as a subject outside the history contained in the glass box, but perhaps 
aware of the historical structures – the box, the museum, the artists – 
that enclosed the body in the box. The speculative theatricality of the 
piece offers an experience of an imagined future and gestures backwards 
towards the museum’s role in the co-production of an imperial natural 
history.

The piece perhaps even goes as far as attempting to address the chal-
lenge presented by the historian Dipesh Chakrabarty to mediate an 
‘experience [of] ourselves as a geophysical force’ (2012, 12). That is to say, 
there is an extent when watching the disappearance of the human dancer, 
we are aware of making her disappear; it is almost like we get a glimpse 
of our own disappearance. The piece is elegant though and the joins 
between these perspectives are barely visible. Davies’ process of coming 
to terms with these different modes of existence is hard to make out. In 
translating a particular sensory experience seamlessly into multimedia 
installation, perhaps she glosses over some of the sensory conflict. 
Chakrabarty argues for ‘the necessity of thinking disjunctively about the 
human, through moves that in their simultaneity appear contradictory’ 
(2012, 2). This means not only thinking on a multiplicity of scales, from 
the planetary all the way down. It also means thinking about different 
modes of existence and different kinds of (e)motion and ways of bring-
ing these contradictions onto one plane.

The singer, writer and performer Cynthia Hopkins responded to her 
Cape Farewell experience in a rather different way from Siobhan Davies. 
Rather than attempting to find one imaginative process to manifest 
embodied experience, she developed a polyphonic performance piece 
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that proliferates voices, narratives and forms of sensory experience. This 
Clement World was presented first at St Ann’s Warehouse in Brooklyn in 
2013. It was based at once on Hopkins’ own visceral experience of being 
on the voyage, as well as documenting and developing a dialogue 
between a diverse cast of other characters. This Clement World combined 
documentary footage, filmed by Hopkins on her three-week trip to the 
Arctic in September 2010 on the Dutch schooner, the Noorderlicht, with 
songs and monologues by a series of characters all played by herself. The 
characters include real and fantastical figures who reflect different atti-
tudes towards, conceptions of and perspectives on climate change. They 
include the deep ecology of a German scientist encountered on the voyage, 
the chants of a Native American woman who was murdered during the 
massacre at Sand Creek in 1864, the song of a girl from the future and the 
musings of ‘an alien from outer space dressed up in disguise as a fairly 
amiable dude singin a song written by our – uh – protagonist there, who 
intended for her song to be sung by a 79 year old climate scientist named 
Wally’ (Hopkins 2013, 20).

On one level the piece is a narrative account of Hopkins’ Arctic voyage 
in the tradition of the Victorian explorers of the nineteenth century. How-
ever, the way that this account is woven into a fabric of other different 
kinds of account also develops a critique of the voyage narrative and pushes 
beyond the sublime through its disjunctive forms. There is the slightly 
amateurish and idiosyncratic film documentary of the voyage with short 
clips of different people she shared the voyage with or happened to meet. 
This is framed though by the interventions of her cast of fictional charac-
ters from the past and the future who offer ghostly commentaries on the 
eco-political context of the Cape Farewell project. These commentaries are 
interspersed with Hopkins’ autobiographical storytelling and perfor-
mances of original songs composed in her distinctive orchestrated folk-
rock style, reminiscent of singer-songwriters like Joni Mitchell, Ani Di 
Franco or Natalie Merchant, backed by a small choir performing live, but 
also integrated within her theatrical frame and sometimes sung in one of 
her characters. She plays theatrically with her voice and various ways of 
mediating or remediating it like a low-tech Laurie Anderson. The almost 
comically chaotic but also coherent mixture of autobiography, science fact 
and science fiction is characteristic of much of Hopkins’ work. She has 
previously explored cosmology, amnesia and addiction among other com-
plex themes. Her theatrical exploration of her own life experience has inte-
grated music and storytelling with scientific lectures, fictional journeys 
into space and invented aliens.1 She is therefore well equipped for navigat-
ing between her own sensory experience of a voyage to the Arctic and the 
accounts of the scientists and other experts she encounters.
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Hopkins’ piece certainly seems to give an account at a human scale, in 
so far as this might be understood as autobiography, appearing as herself 
and telling stories about her own life. Hopkins’ work always seems to 
have an aching honesty, appealing to an idea of shared humanity: she 
bares her soul. This is twisted though in the last filmed documentary clip 
she shows in This Clement World. Here she bares her body as she walks 
nude across the snow, in a gesture that seems to echo the exploration of 
physiological vulnerability by Siobhan Davies I have discussed above. 
She goes on to reflect on her sense of her own animality and on the planet’s 
surprising clemency towards the human species. The sequence though is 
also a meditation on the problem of scale and its implications for knowledge:

In the Arctic it’s difficult to gauge distance and scale, because there are 
almost no reference objects of known size: one might feel one is right up 
against a glacier when in fact it’s miles away. Only in relation to objects of 
known size, such as birds flying past the glacier, can its massive size be 
grasped. (Hopkins 2013, 21)

Grasping scale in the Arctic requires juxtapositions with objects of known 
size. One difficulty with cosmopolitical problems is the apparent remote-
ness or distance that its objects appear to be from us.2 Such an object may 
be the glacier in the Arctic, a sub-atomic particle or a particular molecule 
in a human cell. The scale of cosmopolitical problems may mean that 
appropriate ‘reference objects’ are hard to find. Scientific accounts of these 
objects may leave them too remote or rely on reference objects that are 
equally remote. Aesthetic categories like the sublime can hide assumptions 
about distance and proximity and about its reference objects. In her walk-
ing performance she offers herself as ‘reference object’. At the same time 
she reflects on the proliferation of objects near at hand that might obscure 
a sense of cosmopolitical scale: ‘paying our taxes, maximizing our profits, 
raising our children, coming up with last month’s rent’ (Hopkins 2013, 21).

Hopkins’ approach to cosmopolitical scale positions the work in rela-
tion to climate science, to colonial histories and other ways of knowing. 
She explains at the start of the show why she has integrated screening 
clips of documentary footage shot by her, with songs and other theatrical 
sequences:

[t]his documentary process is my way of building a bridge or opening a 
doorway between my previously solipsistic existence and a larger world of 
concern. (Hopkins 2013, 4)

The politics of her practice therefore exemplifies the kind of knowledge 
repair I have been searching for throughout this book. This is partly to 
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do with opening doorways between different temporal and spatial scales. 
The stage design includes a doorway downstage right (see Figure 6.1) 
which enables Hopkins’ entrances and exits from the stage, her transfor-
mations between characters and also appearances from other times and 
places via a carefully focussed projection. She goes back in history con-
necting the damage to the planet inflicted by humans, with the devasta-
tion to indigenous societies by colonialism. She goes forward into the 
future to speculate from a perspective after imagined catastrophes to 
come: the girl sent as ‘beneficial emissary’ from 200 years into the future 
has only seen New York City ‘through the glass bottom of a boat’. She 
invents the ‘amiable dude from outer space’ to gain perspective from 
another world. She delves into her own ‘private melodrama’ to explore 
how far her own depression and addiction to alcohol provide metaphors 
for broader tendencies towards self-destruction. And yet these insights 
are not, neither are they intended to be, revelatory. She doesn’t presume 
to have the last word or indeed to offer special insights. She reflects, for 
instance, on the limitations of the addiction metaphor:

An alcoholic hits bottom, even if she’s ruined everything in her life – 
which is the only reason she’s willing to consider giving up drinking – she 
can still start over again, no matter how old she is. The human race, on the 
other hand: ya’all wait until you hit bottom to switch over to renewable 
energy sources, it’s gonna be too late! So, the metaphor don’t work. (Hopkins 
2013, 20)

Figure 6.1 Cynthia Hopkins standing in the doorway in This Clement World
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Her turn to documentary does not seem to be according to an ethics of 
authenticity; if anything it is a turn away from her concern with (authentic) 
autobiographical storytelling that she refers to as solipsistic.

As I have already commented, she intersperses documentary footage 
with monologues by fantastical characters, her own reflections and 
songs. The presentation of the documentary sequences also adopts a par-
ticular, relatively unusual theatrical convention. She does not give voice 
to audio recordings as in forms of documentary theatre. Neither does 
she lip-synch to the original audio. Rather she dubs the film footage in 
voices that mimic, even gently caricature, the speaker. She actually dis-
avows any particular ethical or aesthetic purpose to her approach in the 
piece claiming that her approach to dubbing is just the consequence of 
her poor sound recording skills:

I’ve never made a documentary before, and both the image and sound qual-
ity of my footage suffered from my lack of experience. The audio recording 
of the voices in particular was terrible, almost incomprehensible! (Hopkins 
2013, 10)

The effect though is to present a series of monologues that speak to 
and across each other, acknowledge their different sources and differ-
ent claims or frames as knowledge, but also occupy the same theatrical 
space.

I have argued elsewhere when writing about the activist artists James 
Leadbeater and Kota Takeuchi, that this kind of knowing might consti-
tute a kind of amateur science (Parry 2017). Such an idea conceives of the 
practice as passionate, emerging from love and care, resistant to, or at 
least reflexive towards, the performance pressures of professionalism. 
Hopkins is pursuing a related path. Knowing here is not to do with accu-
rate or authentic representation of a climate scientist or an imagined alien 
from the future. Hopkins is rather evolving approaches at commoning 
her sense of the world and a relation to it, which she conceives in terms of 
clemency. To do this she relies on complex processes of assembling col-
lectives: Cape Farewell’s eclectic ship’s crew, her cast of fantastic charac-
ters, film documentary, musicians, songs, audiences. These processes 
provide mitigated access to a still limited range of ways of knowing: auto-
biography, histories, climate science, walking, documentary, song, the-
atre. In their juxtaposition though, such ways of knowing provide 
reference objects for each other, a bit like Theatre of Debate’s process of 
overflowing frames. They provide constant reminders of the limitations 
of any one way of knowing through the sensory conflict felt as friction 
between them. Perhaps more than amateur science, her theatrical 
approach is characterised by her creative yet humble diplomacy on behalf 

Simon Parry - 9781526150905
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:03:02AM

via free access



Performing cosmopolitics 171

of those for whom she speaks. She is not setting herself up as an alterna-
tive expert, even an amateur one, but rather as a diplomat.

Isabelle Stengers has called for diplomacy as a response to the chal-
lenges of cosmopolitics. The risks of diplomacy are always in the poten-
tial to betray either your own people or other diplomats, both of whom 
the diplomat has duties towards. Betrayal on some level is inevitable, but 
the diplomat can also avoid becoming cynical or indifferent. Diplomats 
can often be accused of circumlocution or evasiveness:

[t]he figure of the diplomat, always suspect, accused of evading ‘the’ issue 
(‘it depends…’) or betrayal, always trying to escape static disjunction 
(‘you’re either with us or against us’), is interesting precisely because it 
avoids any romantic attraction for an ‘elsewhere’ that might inspire the hope 
of escaping from ‘here’ once and for all. (Stengers 2011b, 410)

The challenge is both to produce knowledge at the same time as acknowl-
edging its reproduction, co-production and contingency on a particular 
mode of production. That is to say, to acknowledge the basis on which 
sense is commoned.

One of Hopkins’ characters is the ghost of a Native American woman. 
In character as this woman, Hopkins sings In A Sacred Manner I Live, 
a song recorded by Frances Densmore (1992) in the early twentieth cen-
tury in her work documenting Sioux music and culture. The song and 
the lyric itself have a legacy as an alternative, environmental source of 
wisdom in a number of books that draw on the culture of the indigenous 
peoples of the Great Plains (Philip 2005; St. Pierre 1995). However, this 
appeal to indigenous wisdom is also framed by an account of the ghostly 
woman’s rape and murder at the infamous Sand Creek Massacre. She is 
in an ‘afterworld’, but we are also living in the ‘afterworld’ of this massa-
cre. Hopkins adds further layers to this framing through the way she 
overwrites it and indeed overlays her body onto other bodies. Through-
out the piece Hopkins switches between use of microphone, recording 
and live voice. She dubs the videos; she speaks and sings; she moves in 
and out of characters. She appears projected on screens and in person, 
and plays with relationships between the two. It is a bravura performance 
of translation. When she appears in costume as the Native American 
woman, she emerges from the doorway on which she has been projected 
as herself singing a song, which she overdubs live in performance. She 
moves in front of a screen on which her hand is projected writing text 
that appears to be a letter from the ghost of the woman to us, the audi-
ence. The text acknowledges that ‘someone else’s hand is writing this’. The 
woman no longer has a body and no longer has a voice ‘except to sing 
with every now and then’ (Hopkins 2013, 2). The apocalypse for those 
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massacred at Sand Creek has already happened. Some people’s clement 
world is other people’s afterworld. ‘Good riddance’ to ‘your civilization’ 
she says as she imagines empires crumbling. We are living in its ruins: 
the afterworld. Hopkins finds in her adoption of the character a reference 
point that acknowledges its own appropriations. An imagined afterworld 
provides a reference object for an imagined apocalypse to come. A medi-
ated letter from the past is a reference object for the reports of climate 
change. Hopkins inhabits the body of a diplomat from the past to the 
present as a point of reference for her diplomacy on behalf of the climate 
scientists she goes on to inhabit. The imagined knowledge of the mur-
dered Native American woman need not be held in simple opposition to 
the knowledge produced by climate science or even that produced within 
the mainstream currents of contemporary Western ‘civilization’. Rather, 
different ways of knowing need to offer each other reference points. Cre-
ating encounters to make this possible is the work of the diplomat.

I hope in the course of writing this book that I have sustained a rea-
sonably diplomatic approach. Stengers warns against the risk of the care-
less chemist who, in searching to understand a particular material, ends 
up dissolving what interests him (Stengers 2011b, 410). My intention has 
been neither to dissolve science into performance, nor vice versa, nor 
indeed to dissolve both into politics. In her work Stengers tries to iden-
tify a ‘psychosocial type’ from a series of scientists whom she argues 
might offer a glimpse of how a ‘cosmopolitical Parliament’ might be 
composed. In this book I have been pursuing her speculative approach 
in searching for a certain psychosocial quality in theatrical processes, in 
the hope that they might help navigate the rough seas of technoscience 
and contribute to creating time and space for cosmopolitics.

Notes

1 There are a number of scholarly reviews of Hopkins’s Accidental Trilogy, a 
series of performance works created 2004–9 (Alker 2010; Bauerlein 2005; 
Luber 2010).

2 Timothy Morton has influentially tackled the philosophical, political and 
aesthetic challenges of scale and its relationship to climate change in his 
book Hyperobjects (2013).
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